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Limited Identities for a Common Identity: Archivists 
in the Twenty-First Century 

by JEAN-PIERRE WALLOT* 

Rksumk 

Cet article porte sur l'evolution de la profession d'archiviste B 1'ccAge de 
l'informatiom. La premibre partie Cvoque les domaines propres et traditionnels 
des archivistes et, entre autres professionnels de l'information, des bibliothtcaires. 
La seconde partie prtsente un survol du contexte sans prtctdent de ]'Age de 
l'information, lequel remet en question les approches disciplinaires restreintes. 
La troisibme partie esquisse un tableau pour l'avenir avec ses contrecoups sur 
nos mCthodes et notre r81e, sur les relations croissantes avec les autres profes- 
sions, sur l'information et sa disdmination. Une identit6 de plus en plus large 
chez les archivistes Cmergera de nos propres identitks limitkes, B la fois B l'inttrieur 
de la profession et, de plus en plus, par pollinisation croiste avec les professions 
parentes. 

Abstract 

This paper is about the evolution of the archival profession in the "Information 
Age." The first part provides a brief reminder of the specific and traditional realms 
of archivists and, among other information professions, librarians. The second 
section provides an overview of the unprecedented context of the "Information 
Age" challenging narrow disciplinary approaches. The third part sketches a vi- 
sion for the future, with its impact on our practices and role, on our growing 
partnerships with other professions, on training, and on providing information to 
the public. A common identity for archivists will emerge from our own limited 
identities, both inside our profession and, more and more, through cross-pollina- 
tion with kindred information professions. 
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''It is up to us to give shape to our culture" 

George MacDonald 

The 1995 Association of Canadian Archivists Conference encompassed a wide breadth 
and range of subjects: evidence in electronic records, standards, and the archivists' 
cultural role to legal, technical, and educational questions, the possible fading away 
of the "total archives" concept, and numerous partnerships--all of this in a timeframe 
extending from the recent past to the twenty-first century. This panoramic sweep 
combined with the extreme variety of archival institutions, in size and in holdings, 
helps to reveal the wide diversity and yet the many linkages in the archival commu- 
nity across Canada. 

To characterize this diversity and oneness in the "information age," a metaphor 
inspired the title of this article. The expression "limited identities" was coined by 
J.M.S. Careless to characterize the Canadian experience over three and a half centu- 
ries. Canada did not evolve into a melted and relatively homogeneous nation with a 
single dominant culture and an integrated history binding the parts into a strong 
whole. Instead, different timeframes and layers of colonization by two different 
mother-countries, then later overlays of immigrants of many origins--and linked to 
these, differences in language, religion, ethnicity, culture, region, and social class-- 
all coalesced to create limited identities: a primary loyalty to the part(s), a softer 
commitment to the whole. With time, however, this heterogeneity itself assumed a 
"national character," cementing the parts together where the melting pot approach 
would have failed. Through redistribution and some mechanism of reciprocity inside 
and outside the market place, bonds were weaved defining Canadians and succeed- 
ing until now in reconciling their "limited identities" (their separate regional lives) 
with a need for the larger whole, the Canadian nation, guaranteeing collective secu- 
rity and identity.' 

This article does not preach a single identity or a single role for archivists. Rather, 
it argues that a corporate or common professional identity will emerge from our own 
limited identities, both inside our profession and, more and more, through cross- 
pollination with kindred information professions. Colleagues work in small or big, 
private and public, corporate, university, municipal, provincial, or federal archives. 
Their training is diverse. Some must be separately or at once archivists, records 
managers, information analysts, conservators, professors of archival science, librar- 
ians or documentalists, even general administrators to their parent organizations. 
Archival institutions have developed varied mandates, and deal with textual or multi- 
media records. This context of diversity and flux points not towards a single rigid 
orthodoxy, but rather towards flexibility, openness, and interdisciplinarity well bal- 
anced by a core of distinctly professional principles such as provenance, context, 
and evidential value.2 

The wisdom of probing the status of our profession at this time may be question- 
able. After all, its local roots are very recent, contrary to the situation in Europe. Our 
professional associations date only from the late 1960s and early 1970s; Archivaria, 
from 1975; our "rediscovery" (in the words of Tom Nesmith)%f the core principles 
and concepts to guide our work, from the later 1970s; the first graduate programmes 
in archival science, from the 1980s. The vocal debates around the existence of an 



autonomous archival profession, distinct from history and other disciplines; about 
its theoretical underpinnings, its strategies, and its procedures; about the need to 
standardize large segments of our work--all of these are very recent echoes, indeed 
active considerations still in our minds. 

Both inside and outside the profession, however, some have already pointed to 
necessary adjustments and revisions, given the advancing waves of new information 
demands, technologies, professional alliances, and fiscal/economic realities, at the 
turn of a new millenni~m.~ Problems in the information field increasingly cross 
disciplinary borders. While we are trying to delineate and to meet better the memo- 
rial needs of the late twentieth century, we also have to face today the challenges of 
tomorrow: to cope with an information universe and a society fraught with relativ- 
ism, instability, and constant change. We therefore need to migrate the core of our 
professional "Grail" into new time/societal spaces. Otherwise, we will become anti- 
quarians, useful for the distant past, but irrelevant to the information revolution un- 
folding in front of our very eyes.5 

The present article results from an on-going reflection, which may never material- 
ize into a "final" view, as the ground, so to speak, is in motion. While it mentions 
regularly the experience of the National Archives inasmuch as it has relevance to the 
whole profession, the article tries to scan the entire landscape in which archival in- 
stitutions must operate. For instance, in the wake of a growing trend in the private 
sector, the federal government articulated in 1994 its principles and policies of pub- 
lic service, in a Blueprint document. This vision proposes government services that 
are "affordable, accessible, and responsive" (the same objectives could apply to busi- 
ness or university services), preferably through a single point of a cces s .V t  the 
same time, senior managers increasingly seem to care only about one thing in the 
realm of information management: that the right information be quickly retrievable, 
affordable, usable, accurate, and available for a multitude of uses, from preparing 
answers for the Minister to packaging information to be sold--and all of this prefer- 
ably through a "single window" or source. Archivists need to grasp those realities if 
they expect to position themselves effectively. 

My theme, then, relates to our archival destiny, to our limited identities and our 
partial perceptions, to the ways in which these must (may?) nonetheless now con- 
verge into a shared professional consensus for archives and archivists, a common or 
collective identity--while paradoxically, at the same time, we are entering into intel- 
lectual and practical partnerships with a wide range of other professions and think- 
ers. Although there are many possible partnerships, the example of archives and 
libraries is singled out as an illustration, for the sake of brevity and because of a 
long-standing cooperation/competition relationship. 

The article is organized in three parts. First, it provides a brief reminder of the 
specific and traditional realms of archives and libraries. Other couplings could have 
been identified, but this particular one seems more salient to our information world. 
The second section provides an overview of the unprecedented context of the "Infor- 
'mation Age" that is now shaking and challenging the conventional narrow disciplin- 
ary approaches. The third sketches a vision for the future, with its impacts on our 
practices and role, on our relationships (and growing partnerships) with other pro- 
fessions, on training, and on providing information to the public. The conclusion 
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reminds archivists of the complementary role of archives as both administrative arms 
of organizations (at least, for many of them) and as cultural institutions, a dual role 
that is being strengthened rather than suppressed by the present maelstrom. 

Archives and Libraries, Archivists and Librarians 

"Nothing exists without a context" 

John le Carre 

As a group, heritage institutions assemble the memory of whole nations and of the 
world. Archival repositories, however, gather the necessary documentary sources 
that nourish or enhance the understanding of other realities, be they artifactual or 
artistic. By their nature, archival repositories acquire, preserve, and make available 
public and/or private records of personal, institutional, local, provincial, regional, 
and national significance. Usually, these records incorporate a wide range of mate- 
rial. The National Archives Act (1987), for example, provides an extremely broad 
definition of the word "records,"' reflecting the "total archives" concept adopted by 
this institution in the course of its history. Archivists also generally assist their parent 
body (generally, not only the National Archives) in managing its current information 
holdings, so as to support decision-making and eliminate records of no enduring 
value, while ensuring the permanent preservation of corporate memory and its infor- 
mation assets. Finally, some larger institutions are supporting the archival commu- 
nity. 

Ultimately, archives constitute registries preserving the long-term memory of spe- 
cific organizations, governments, or persons. They document decisions, actions, and 
transactions; programmes, structures, processes, and functions; the fundamental or 
more particular rights of groups and individuals; and the customs, practices, and 
different forces at work in society, and the persons who have contributed to shaping 
its evolution. In a democracy such as Canada, archives ensure the accountability of 
authorities of all kinds, by rendering their decision-making transparent to their stake- 
holders. They facilitate the functioning of organizations or governments by becom- 
ing involved in information management activities, the appraisal, storage, disposi- 
tion, and retrieval of recorded and organic information (immediate memory). Ar- 
chives are thus entrusted with the memory function and must intervene (directly, as 
in Europe and parts of Canada, or indirectly, in cooperation with records managers, 
as in most of Canada and the United States) at all the stages of the life continuum of 
records, from their inception to their final disposition. Ideally, no record should be 
destroyed without the archivist's consent. Archivists are the specialists in the man- 
agement of organizational (and sometimes personal) memory. In the end, they and 
the records enhance the knowledge that a society (an institution, etc.) has of itself, 
and thus of its identity. 

Traditionally, archives deal with "l'information consignde et organiq~e,"~ that is 
with recorded information or unique and original records organically generated by 
an organization (such as a government, a university, a company) or a person in the 
normal course of its or hisfher activities for purposes linked to these. Archivists ac- 
quire and organize fonds, establish the context of their creation, describe the creator(s), 



their structures and procedures, the functions themselves, the lines of authority, the 
links with related creators of other fonds, etc. In this sense, each individual record, 
even when of exceptional value, acquires its full importance in its relationships with 
other records and the context of its creation (the archival principle of pro~enance).~ 
In the end, depending on the archival repository and its acquisition practices, only a 
small proportion of the whole mass of records will be preserved, following a selec- 
tion that is becoming more and more rigorous because of dwindling resources and 
the massive increase in the quantity of documentation. 

Archivists consider first the value of records as evidence of the functions, activi- 
ties, programmes, decisions, and transactions of the creators. This evidential yield is 
linked to provenance.I0 Yet archivists do not restrict themselves to the narrow band 
of records reflecting the sponsor's activities, or those needed to reinforce various 
internal and public accountabilities and long-term operational needs. Associations, 
groups, and citizens in society interact with their institutions--whether these be gov- 
ernments, churches, universities, labour unions, or a myriad of other corporate cre- 
ators, without mentioning families and circles of friends or colleagues. These records 
in the private sphere complement and supplement "official" or institutional archives. 
This other half of the "total archives" richness is Canada's particular pride. Archives 
in this way focus on the records of governance (not just of governments and other 
institutions), of social interactions whether horizontal or vertical, including the liv- 
ing links binding together families and communities." In this way, the old "infor- 
mational value" side of the archives is not neglected. It is achieved, however, not by 
chasing after records of interest to today's users or by using crystal balls to predict 
future use,I2 but by widening the scope and definition of provenance into this inter- 
active contextuality of governance. 

While archives deal with non-published recorded information (in the form of 
records), the libraries of Canada collect, preserve, and make available the published 
(traditionally printed) heritage of the nation, and manage extensive collections of 
publications, whether national or international, covering different realms of human 
endeavour. Libraries acquire published books, periodicals and other documents, films, 
videos, talking books, and, in larger libraries, historical and literary manuscript col- 
lections. They may contribute to the establishment of a national union catalogue or 
database of library holdings, allow for interlibrary-loans or reprography of works for 
distant access, and organize books or other published documentation according to 
some classification system relating to themes or areas of specialized knowledge.13 

The National Library of Canada, for instance, accomplishes these tasks through 
the legal deposit system, the purchase of materials, the indexing and compiling of a 
national bibliography, and the provision of a national location service and interli- 
brary loans, the functioning of which depends on a central database of the holdings 
of the main libraries in the country and even outside Canada's borders. This database 
can be linked to international systems, thanks to common descriptive standards, in- 
terconnection between international and national databases, and exchanges between 
the national libraries of many countries.14 

Libraries and librarians focus their attention first of all on the content of the infor- 
mation, not on the context of its creation--their classification systems are not based 
on provenance, but on subject matter--and they deal with information that is largely 
available to the public in numerous copies, i.e., that is published or near-published 
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(as with so-called "grey literature"). Thus the extensive use by librarians of com- 
puter systems, databanks, descriptive or cataloguing standards, networks, and the 
like, to distribute information as widely as possible. Finally, the words "books/docu- 
ments" in the National Library Act (1969) comprise a very wide definition, similar 
to that of "records" in the National Archives Act, except that it is qualified by the 
adjective "published," which is defined as "released in Canada for general distribu- 
tion or saleu--also a broad definition.15 

Of course, in practice, the line is not drawn that tightly. For instance, one could 
argue that libraries also deal with some form of context.'Wany archives are sub- 
programmes inside libraries (e.g., in many universities). Archival repositories may 
also include a research library, and many libraries acquire private or institutional 
fonds and, more often, collections. In the case of the National Archives and the Na- 
tional Library of Canada, for example, the National Archives acquires maps, includ- 
ing published ones, and has built up, through more than a century, a very important 
Canadiana collection. It also retains audio-visual records produced in Canada and 
deemed to be of national significance, recently through article eight of its law. The 
National Library, for its part, acquires literary manuscripts, musical scores, sound 
recordings with Canadian content, musicians' papers, and, through a recent applica- 
tion of its Act, videos and CD-ROMs published in Canada. Also collected are CD- 
ROMs produced from government databases (in some cases where the National Ar- 
chives acquires the raw data from the same system). These potentially overlapping 
mandates or the implementation of mandates, whether optimum or not," stem from 
long traditions, both national and international. After all, the Library of Congress, 
the British Library, and the Bibliothbque nationale de France have always assembled 
private archival records, while the national archives of these countries have tended to 
specialize in public/governmental/political records. This has not been the case in 
Canada, however, probably because the Public/National Archives was created very 
early, in 1872, while the National Library was established only in 1953, at a time 
when the concept of "total archives" was already well-embedded in Canadian tradi- 
tions. The potential for duplication, however, particularly in the area of government 
information, is rapidly increasing, with the advent of new technologies that dissolve 
in part the lines between "published" and "unpublished" documents. 

A Change in Context. The Advent of the Information Age 

"Do not weep. Do not wax indignant. Understand." 

Spinoza 

The information tidal wave swamping us is the result of extraordinary technological 
changes and of a new ethos towards public information--an informed citizen being 
essential for the development of the economy and for democracy and good gover- 
nance.lR The combination of new technologies--automation, digitization, and infor- 
mation storage and retrieval systems--coupled with growing telecommunications 
capacities, including the Internet (and the soon to be information "highways" and 
 superhighway^"),'^ as well as the exponentially growing volume of information, 
has made more information more accessible to a larger number of users than ever 
before, in an ever-expanding variety of ways, and with ever-increasing speed. This 
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proliferation of communication vehicles and content is transforming the way Cana- 
dians--and citizens of manv other countries--communicate with each other and with 
their social, economic, political, and cultural environment, and the ways in which 
they work, play, educate themselves, enlarge their culture, or enrich their leisure. A 
woman in Regina may now stroll through the Louvre on her desktop, a Halifax se- 
nior may glance at old fishing gear exhibited at the Museum of civilization on his 
screen, or a Vancouver genealogist may identify and access the microfilm of the 
National Archives held at the University of British Columbia to track down his an- 
cestors by querying an Ottawa database or a CD-ROM. 

These developments, as they unfold, will continue to have major effects on ar- 
chives, libraries, museums, documentation centres, and private as well as public in- 
formation providers, well into the next century. Massive amounts of information are 
being created and made available electronically. Yet these information oceans are so 
large that the public will need navigational tools, maps, and charts to identify poten- 
tial sources of needed inf~rmation.~" 

Technological leaps are propelling developed countries, including Canada, into the 
"information age," sometimes called the "network age." A radical alteration has 
occurred in the past five years in the way business is done and the manner in which 
records are generated and potentially preserved. We have left the age of "facts" and 
concrete physical realities for the universe of the "virtual," with the disappearance of 
hierarchical structures, the shift from vertical to horizontal thinking, and the move 
away from isolated organizational stovepipe cells to the use of project teams. At the 
same time, a convergence of information and policy issues has taken place across 
governments, businesses, and, of course, diverse professions. Archivists and librar- 
ians, records and information managers, data and computer technology profession- 
als, many record-creators themselves, some users, auditors, programme evaluators, 
and legal experts, even museum and gallery  curator^,^' all share many concerns well 
beyond their professional walls. These issues include access to information and the 
protection of privacy, the Internet's impact and potential uses, copyright, coping with 
electronic records, the nature of a record, information as a corporate asset as well as 
cultural memory, user fees and revenue generation, appraisal,22 preservation, dis- 
semination to wider audiences such as community outreach to schools and other 
publics, diminishing resources, and encouraging partnerships and ending redundan- 
cies of effort--to name only the most obvious. 

While the dissemination of published and unpublished information is important, 
one of the major challenges facing modern organizations, as we shall see in more 
detail later, is the preservation of information in context through time. Moreover, the 
old definitions of "records" (recorded information) and of "publications" (books, 
published documents) apply less and less to the new forms of information created, 
massaged, reformatted, compound, c~mplex,~ '  often virtual, that are accumulating-- 
or often being lost--and that are exchanged, circulated, and remanipulated in office 
automation and larger computer systems. These types of information can be consid- 
ered at the same time as "records" and as "publications." 

One of the major changes is the ability of information creators to reach their mar- 
kets directly, without a "middle-man." How many scientific journals nowadays are 
available only in electronic form and through the Internet for a charge from the "pub- 
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lisher"? Such a change potentially eliminates the library as a source of such material 
because users can order their copies directly from the source, and can choose only 
those parts of the journal that they want. Thus the "journal" becomes, in reality, a 
theoretical construct, really a series of articles which may never exist as an actual 
collective "book" or entity.24 Librarians' role as information providers could change 
in a variety of ways. In the best scenario, they become involved as information bro- 
kers, helping users to retrieve, in the new context, the information commodities that 
they need to support a business decision, a research pursuit, etc. Here as in other 
cases, a host of questions such as charging for services, equity of access, privacy, 
and ability to pay come to the fore. 

The same situation exists for the diffusion of some departmental--or business, uni- 
versity, etc.--records. There is a growing trend in government departments to make 
information directly available to the public through the Internet on Gophers, Web 
servers, etc., sometimes bypassing entirely the traditional publishing, collecting, and 
archival agencies. The possibility of generating significant revenue by such direct 
diffusion acts as an incentive in these hard times, and is a growing problem in terms 
of the orderly disposition of the Government's electronic records. Departments are 
hardly thrilled by the prospect of transferring their data files to the National Archives 
or the National Library for subsequent free distribution while they (or their CD- 
ROM packages) are still generating thousands of dollars annually in revenue for the 
departments themselves. For archives, then, the challenges are much the same as for 
libraries, except worse. Departments and institutions of all kinds make use of elec- 
tronic records in ever-increasing numbers, develop more and more on-line databases, 
and provide more and more direct access to these at source, often at a cost, leaving 
few traces of these actions and transactions, the evidence of which is supposed to be 
documented in records (and, eventually, archives). 

The National Library has initiated a pilot study with a limited selection of elec- 
tronic publications to try to find ways to collect and catalogue the "published" elec- 
tronic output of the country. At present, it may not even be aware of the existence of 
some of those "publications" and archivists may well also be ignorant of their exist- 
ence or consider them of short-lived value. As a result of these factors, an informal 
partnership of the National Library, Canada Communication Group (the government's 
"publisher"), the Treasury Board, and the National Archives was established to find 
ways to coordinate the respective roles of each in controlling and tracking electroni- 
cally distributed government information. Right now, it is impossible to provide tax- 
payers with an accurate accounting of existing sources and information products 
available inside the federal government. I doubt the situation is much different in 
most other Canadian institutions. Unless solutions are found, there will be corporate 
and national accountability (as well as memory) holes.25 

The issue of "grey literature," that is, of so-called publications with limited repro- 
ducti0n,2~ is not new, of course. But in automated systems run by departments or 
institutions, in databanks, in flows and exchanges that link them to other networks in 
more and more complex combinations, where fragments are tailored into unpredict- 
able forms and compounds, where the injection of one new piece of information or 
of a slight change triggers a chain-reaction all across a document or a databank?' 
this margin of uncertainty, a manageable problem before, threatens to embrace larger 
and larger segments of what, in former times and in other media, fell naturally in the 



realm of records managers and archivists, on the one hand, or librarians and 
documentalists, on the other. The "unique" and "original" attributes of archival records 
are no longer valid in many cases, the copy being the same as the master and existing 
perhaps in a number of places. Provenance may sometimes be impossible to estab- 
lish. Traditional definitions of "published" and "unpublished" have become blurred, 
challenging librarians and archivists, particularly those involved with government or 
institutional information, to clarify their fields of responsibility and, more and more 
it is to be hoped, of cooperation.*' 

For instance, an important study of the Department of Human Resources Develop- 
ment may be considered an archival record for its evidential value. At the same time, 
it may circulate on CD-ROM or on the Internet and constitute a sort of "publication" 
inasmuch as it is available to a larger audience. A master version of one of the Na- 
tional Archives guides could be seen as the evidence or record of an accumulation of 
tasks that led to an approved guide, for instance the Guide to the Management of 
Electronic Records. Or it could be considered as the instrument that was used to 
make "x" copies for distribution or "publication"  purpose^.'^ The view or perspec- 
tive that we bring to an object, such as a master version of an approved guide, may 
dictate what it is, but often it is both.30 

How do we identify, describe, index, and retrieve such "documents"? How do we 
avoid vain jurisdictional quarrels among professionals? Should archivists and librar- 
ians both take charge and/or develop coordination mechanisms? As for archivists, 
the additional challenge is not only the identification and preservation of the record, 
but the need to maintain also its integrity and provenance within an electronic envi- 
ronment. To paraphrase Terry Cook, this could be a hard byte to chew.3' 

For the first time in recorded memory, the three classic parts of a record--its struc- 
ture, context, and content--are no longer integrated. These three elements were tradi- 
tionally joined together physically on a single medium--clay tablet, parchment, pa- 
per, film. Now, with electronic records, structure, context, and content have been 
ripped asunder, existing in virtual reality only when recomposed by software inter- 
vention and only if appropriate signs and maps allow such recomposition to re-cre- 
ate a "record" rather than simply context-detached inf~rmat ion .~~ Yet such maps and 
signs, such functional requirements of record-keeping as opposed to information 
management, are only beginning to attract the attention of archivists and of individu- 
als in organizations: thus the increased probability of vast holes in our memory. 

Much has been written about electronic records and the challenges of acquiring, 
preserving, and making them a~ailable. '~ As Hans Rutimann, an International 
Programme Officer with the Washington-based Committee on Preservation and Ac- 
cess, recently stated in relation to libraries, technology has tightened the relationship 
between preservation and access. "We are now living in a digital world, in which we 
are moving from the management of material to the management of the process. The 
medium is relatively unimportant as we concentrate on the permanency of the infor- 
mation. In the digital world, preservation is access and access is pre~ervation.''~~ 
Archivists would comment that if there is no sense of "recordness," no sense of 
context or provenance rooting Rutimann's information, then neither preservation 
nor access will amount to much. While Riitimann points out rightly that we have 
moved from focusing on the material to its processes, from the physical to the con- 
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ceptual, we must make sure that the contextual is not left behind.35 In other words, a 
record remains recorded information, regardless of physical form, created, collected, 
or received in the initiation, conduct, and completion of an activity, and kept as 
evidence of such an activity, usually in a record-keeping system." In addition, it 
must comprise sufficient content, context, and structure to enable it to serve as evi- 
dence or proof of a task, action, or tran~action.~' 

The new availability of information on the information highways also has an im- 
pact on users' expectations and requests. These individuals now have access to sources 
never previously available to them and they can communicate directly with issuing 
bodies and agencies: speed of access has become paramount, whether for business 
purposes or for research. They want information and they don't really care where 
they tap it from. Quibbles about who should do what appear to them as bureaucratic 
or professional turf wars. 

Changes to the way information is made available, accessed, and used are also 
having effects on many traditional definitions, some of which have already been 
reflected in law. For instance, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) 
contains provisions which required Canada to change the definition of "publication" 
in the Canadian Copyright Act to make it more flexible.3R Similarly, the concept of 
"copy" is changing with the technology: the downloading of information from a 
network to a personal computer or simply looking at a computer screen may be 
considered as making and using a "copy." Arguments increase over such questions 
as whether a digitized image of a document is more than simply a copy. Archivists, 
librarians, and documentalists are often caught in the middle of these debates, risk- 
ing infringement, trying to protect the integrity of the in f~rmat ion .~~ 

Governments and businesses are themselves worried about some of the consequences 
of the explosive progress of technology. One of their major objectives is to re-engi- 
neer their operations and services, often, in the Canadian federal government at least, 
through the establishment of "single windows," designed to facilitate, enhance, or 
revolutionize the delivery of their services or the production of their goods. Increas- 
ingly, as these developments are implemented, organizations are becoming more 
and more concerned with the preservation of the information necessary to ensure the 
integrity of the programme, to document the actions of public servants or business 
managers (and their interactions with clients) so as to ensure accountability and cor- 
porate memory. Questions are being raised concerning how the relevant information 
is not only preserved, but is retrievable and useable as a corporate asset. How can the 
use of these technologies be maximized while meeting the requirements of numer- 
ous laws and regulations such as, in the federal government, the National Archives 
Act, the National Library Act, access to information, privacy, and copyright legisla- 
tion, the Management of Government Information Holdings Policy, and of course 
the test of proof in law courts? 

Over the past few years, networked information technology has been introduced 
into the offices of deputy ministers and senior executives. As they begin to face the 
challenges of managing electronic messages and documents in this environment, 
they are raising some fundamental questions: What is a record? What should they do 
with it? How can they retrieve it? How do they protect the legal accountability of 
their departments (or of their businesses) by having reliable, authentic evidence of 
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key functions, activities, and  transaction^?^' They expect strategies to help their per- 
sonnel identify and retrieve the needed records in order to accomplish their work. 
The absence of precise answers--and many of them have to be articulated by archi- 
vists and records managers--could lead to a rise in costs, to missed opportunities, to 
additional risks, to corporate amnesia, and, ultimately, for us all, to irrelevance. The 
good side to this is the heightened level of sensitivity: it means that we no longer 
have to sell the record-keeping question to senior managers. They already appreciate 
the issues and in fact are demanding answers. Archivists and records managers are in 
the best position to provide these, but they need to be at the table and they need to be 
equipped with answers that are relevant to the users' needs. 

It is not as if no progress was being made. For instance, the International Council 
on Archives' Committee on Electronic Records, chaired by John McDonald, has 
developed a workplan to shape solutions that can be shared at the international level. 
In the federal government, the National Archives, through the Information Manage- 
ment Standards and Practices Division, has been involved in numerous partnerships 
with the Treasury Board and other departments, as well as the private sector, to find 
solutions. Tools and techniques for identifying and keeping records in a corporate 
systems environment are beginning to be put in place.41 In highly structured systems 
such as social benefits, licensing, personnel, and other administrative and opera- 
tional systems, some of the necessary specifications that identify when and for how 
long a record is kept, trace when and by whom it was created and altered, establish 
the broader context or business processes surrounding the specific transaction, etc., 
are already inherent in the systems' design. They may not succeed at record-keeping 
as well as might be wished, but at least the tools and techniques for ensuring that 
records are captured and maintained are available. 

The real challenge, however, resides in the ofice systems environment where struc- 
tured approaches to designing and maintaining automated work processes have yet 
to be established. The guides mentioned in note forty-one address mostly the short 
term where record-keeping has yet to be integrated into the design of automated 
work processes. For instance, in the office systems environment, although users ex- 
change e-mail and documents of all kinds, work flows such as the processing of 
executive correspondence, the preparation of responses to questions in the House of 
Commons, or the development of policies, and the record- or evidence-keeping sys- 
tems have only rarely been fully automated. But in the next few years (and some- 
times even now), we will have entered this new phase. 

While technologies currently help us to become more productive as individuals 
(the "personal" computer), in the near future they will be used as tools enhancing 
directly the overall productivity of organizations and, if well designed, long-term 
information needs.42 When they evolve to the point where they are used to automate 
work processes, decisions regarding what records to keep and which ones to destroy 
will be made much more easily (i.e., because the decisions will have been arrived at 
in the context of the work process). Records will be kept automatically. There will be 
no need to keep a paper version. The capture of records will be automatic and com- 
pletely transparent to users because the record-keeping rules will have been built 
into the design of the automated processes. Records will only be held for as long as 
they are needed to meet business and accountability requirements, and then will be 
disposed of, again automatically. 
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A Viiion for the Future 

"National heritage emerges from linkages (and rivalries) 
among all the identities that inhabit us." 

D. Lowenthal 

In relation to this need to reflect record-keeping in automated work processes and in 
partnership with other government institutions, the National Archives, in coopera- 
tion with the Treasury Board, has articulated a vision of the electronic work environ- 
ment (which is based on the automation of work processes) and a vision of record- 
keeping in the electronic work en~ironment .~~ Both of these documents are available 
from the National Archives and form part of the overall package of guidance that we 
have just released to government institutions. 

This is the vision that we are developing at the National Archives for the federal 
government: to help organizations incorporate record-keeping requirements into the 
design of increasingly automated work processes and help in the development of the 
community of people that will be needed to make record-keeping happen in a way 
that is truly a part of the work process, in line with the business and accountability 
requirements of the organization and designed in such a way that it is unobtrusive or 
transparent to the user. By extension, we also need to develop functional require- 
ments which can be meshed into the next generation of software that will enable 
work process redesign and automation. This would avoid the growing pitfall of the 
users' present anarchical retention or disposal practices, which are based on whims 
or intuition, on personal needs or interests. But for this to become a reality, even with 
the initiatives now in progress, it is necessary to field the people with the appropriate 
skills and knowledge required to accomplish the task--most certainly, people with 
multidisciplinary skills or people able to link with specialists of numerous disci- 
plines. This will be vital if tomorrow's automated business processes and informa- 
tion networks are to keep an organized and rational m e m ~ r y . ~  

In the complex world that I have just described, it is far from evident that records 
managers, librarians, documentalists, archivists, and other information managers 
possess the adequate theoretical and practical tools to solve in isolation or in coop- 
eration the record-keeping challenges that this world presents.45 In this new context, 
there is a growing risk that the professions will indulge in turf wars rather than com- 
bine their complementary knowledge and seek joint solutions to establish the direc- 
tion that will help all of us evolve into a more ordered information world.46 

This is not to say that no evolution is occurring. For instance, universities them- 
selves are more and more conscious of the present crisis. Some of them are even 
reshaping or starting programmes with a wider basis to train information specialists 
more at ease in our complex Other programmes, such as those dedicated to 
the audit profession, the security community, the legal profession, computer science, 
and the business administration and public administration communities (i.e., those 
concerned about the keeping of records and evidence), also need reforms and these 
will emerge only if information specialists in general and archivists in particular can 
build alliances that draw on the strengths that they have to offer. 



In the marketplace itself, smaller administrations and now, in government and busi- 
ness, larger ones too do not hire (or hire fewer and fewer) specialists for each task 
(one archivist, one records manager, one documentalist, one librarian, and so on). 
Rather, they ask one person or a small team to take charge of the whole information 
universe under their j u r i~d i c t i on .~~uch  multi-disciplinary teams will comprise pro- 
fessionals who can bring their individual skills and knowledge together to a common 
purpose. Thus, it is not surprising that such pressures have brought professional as- 
sociations together to define training needs, as can be seen in the Alliance of Librar- 
ies, Archives and Records Management's (ALARM) report mentioned in note four. 

There is no doubt in my mind that separate programmes (both in institutions and in 
universities where more linkages will probably materialize over the next few years) 
will continue to exist as far as archives and libraries (and most others) are concerned, 
at least for the foreseeable future. Besides the existing documentation, new docu- - 
ments will continue to proliferate on traditional supports (manuscripts, photographs, 
maps, films, audio recordings, and so on) and to correspond to the traditional defini- 
tion of "archival" or "library" material. The fundamental purposes or functions of 
the professions have not disappeared. Archival repositories will have to continue to 
reduce their unprocessed backlogs or to modernize existing descriptions according 
to the Rules for Archival Description (RAD), for instance. Libraries will still deal 
with "published" documents. Thus the need for two distinct programmes which can 
be schematized by the existence of the National Archives and the National Library 
of Canada. 

Yet, since the fundamental missions or functions of these two types of institutions 
are to gather, preserve, and make available information, recorded or published, al- 
beit in different ways and for different purp0ses,4~ including historical memory, and 
since they have links with other heritage, cultural, and scientific institutions (muse- 
ums, research establishments, or universities for instance), and numerous other pro- 
fessions (such as records managers, systems analysts, documentalists, lawyers, man- 
agers, and auditors), there is an enormous potential for synergy and creativity in a 
greater partnership between them and among the professions involved. The main 
beneficiaries, of course, would be the clients, without whom we would not exist. 

Tomorrow's archives bearing on our time will probably be composed essentially of 
electronic records generated by larger databanks and, in the office systems environ- 
ment, by increasingly automated work processes. The diffusion of information on 
archival holdings and of a larger and larger number of records will also occur mostly 
through electronic means (electronic highways and networks, CD-ROMs). The fu- 
ture, for all media, will be in automation. Thus, archivists must position themselves 
to encompass in their realm of activity not only the preservation of electronic records 
produced by their parent organizations or in their fields of acquisition, but also elec- 
tronic diffusion. This by itself requires partnerships: with users, with systems pro- 
ducers and analysts, with computer companies, with librarians, records managers, 
and other associated professionals, even with museums, both national and local.s0 

To understand the need for this cooperation, one can posit that at least three dimen- 
sions characterize the understanding and control of all types of information (pub- 
lished, archival, data, etc.): 
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1) Information is created or captured in a specific context (although this may some- 
times be less apparent with electronic records). 

2) Information is processed, described, preserved, protected, or destroyed, ideally 
at the proper time and according to existing laws, regulations, schedules, or 
other criteria (e.g., outdated publications in libraries). 

3) Information is made available or distributed to users. 

In the past, heritage and cultural institutions have tended to develop "proprietary" 
approaches, limited to their own programmes and their own channels of diffusion. 
The time has arrived when we should develop a post-custodial vision that overrides 
institutional ownership and moves away from established structures towards virtual 
archives, virtual libraries, virtual muse urn^,^' or even virtual heritage statements or 
"templates" synthesizing resources from all of those. Canadians-and governments- 
would be able to gain access to the best information available without having to 
zigzag through the maze of institutional and professional jurisdictions. We are mov- 
ing towards the situation where the public should be able to reach government ser- 
vices, for instance, without having to jump from one department to another. There 
should not be twelve or twenty kiosks in the supermarket, one for each department 
or institution; there should only be one. Similarly, the public, at a kiosk or from their 
computer or TV screen at home, should not have to skip from the archives service to 
the library service and then to the museum service to gather the information that they 
want. Although they need to understand its context, they don't care where the infor- 
mation comes from and they want one point (rather than multiple points) of entry to 
get it. 

In the three-dimensional information universe mentioned in the preceding para- 
graphs, archivists would contribute to identifying essential records in relation to their 
context (i.e., to their provenance). On the other hand, the preservation, the storage, 
and the diffusion of part of them, as well as many outreach activities, could be im- 
proved through partnerships among archives and other professions, institutions, and 
agencies. Even physical custody would not have to be in a single place. Is a beautiful 
documentary art item the property of the National Archives, or of the National Gal- 
lery, or rather of the Canadian people? 

The proposed partnership would be based on the assumption that the use of infor- 
mation leads to the production of knowledge and of actions materializing in the form 
of books, reports, programmes, and human transactions, which in turn will be trace- 
able according to their nature in archives or libraries. In this context, the essential 
role of archivists is to ensure that from the mass of information produced by parent 
organizations, groups, or individuals, a sufficient and coherent corpus of the most 
important records be identified and preserved in context for the long-term as ele- 
ments of proof necessary for accountability, for continuity in administration, opera- 
tions, actions, and transactions, and for the enrichment of the collective memory. 
This corpus will serve governments, administrations, and Canadians in general. On 
the other hand, other institutions are better positioned in certain cases to maintain 
custody (for instance, Statistics Canada and Environment Canada) or to diffuse the 
accumulated data and information holdings, perhaps even specific archival records 
and the related contextual information. 



In fact, instead of "making our day" with problems, we.should also recognize the 
opportunities. For instance, in government--but also in businesses and universities-- 
many officials recognize the possibilities presented by the new technologies for the 
diffusion of information, data, and records in a transparent, homogeneous, and seam- 
less context, without paper. However, there is often a lack of leadership to exploit 
this opportunity or the efforts are too scattered. A greater interdependency between 
interacting professions and institutions in the field of information management, in 
particular between archivists and librarians, could serve as a catalyst for this leader- 
ship through the combination of functions, activities, theoretical tools, and tech- 
niques. 

In this approach, the whole is greater than the sum of the parts, but only if the parts 
(i.e., the theory, knowledge, etc., that each has to offer) are willingly brought to- 
gether. On the one hand, the proposed partnership would have a catalytic impact on 
the institutions and on the professions involved in relation to the new world unfold- 
ing in front of our eyes. On the other hand, this coalition would be sufficiently im- 
portant to generate programmes, activities, and tools, the impact of which would be 
so much more powerful to resolve the needs of government and of society than if this 
were a simple addition or if the present separation of walls were maintained. 

What is true of the linkages between libraries and archives applies as well to many 
other communities with whom archives must interact.52 In fact, some of them have a 
much greater concern about recordness (content, context, and structure), the surviv- 
ability of records through time, etc., than do librarians. Illustrations of this might be 
the interests of central agencies, auditors, or judges and lawyers in property rights 
(of Indians or Japanese internees, for instance), contaminated blood issues, or envi- 
ronmental degradation. 

Thus, close partnerships between archivists (as well as records managers and oth- 
ers) and librarians seem urgently needed and very promising. Archivists excel in 
establishing context (i.e., relating any kind of information to the action that created it 
and providing information on the records themselve~),~~ in appraising records, in 
disposing of them through schedules, in describing records and ensuring access in 
the context of laws such as access to information and privacy legislation, in defining 
specifications to embed in automated systems in order that decision-makers can gather 
all the needed information at the right moment, and preserve and ensure access to the 
records. 

Librarians, on the other hand, are extremely adept at using new technologies, at 
employing standards, at ensuring selection (although in a client-driven approach, 
unlike archives, requiring different analytical and intellectual skills), at accessing 
and retrieving information (including the information in records), at disseminating 
information or information on information (metadata)," at managing large databanks, 
at interconnecting with the numerous existing library and other networks, and at 
developing thesauri and specialized bibliographies. Librarians and archivists are not 
just "technicians." They have developed intellectual processes that, taken together 
and refined, could encompass the main issues I have raised earlier. 

But one should not forget either that other strengths thrive in other areas (for in- 
stance, the auditors who understand what i t  means to be held accountable for what 
one does in an organizational context) to which archivists should turn in order to 
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further their own goals and to contribute to the broader world of information man- 
agement. Today, moreover, decision-makers are aiming at creating single-window 
access and both they and the public do not make distinctions between records and 
information. For them, finding the record, the book, the video, the data, is to find the 
needed information, in whatever form it exists; thus there is a need to create this 
synergy among all the stakeholders in the field of information management so as to 
equip managers and clients in general with the capacity to navigate through the dif- 
ferent sources of information, from data and raw information to archival records or 
published documents, without stopping to ponder on the grey areas, which are be- 
coming wider and wider. Moreover, one should not forget that the emerging master 
of the information is the individual in front of the screen. These users too must be 
educated and sensitized, for without their help a formidable mass of information will 
never be preserved or made available. 

Beyond questions such as the search for economies of scale, governments, busi- 
nesses, and administrations of all kinds must integrate their efforts in the field of 
information management. Thus the emergence of a vision: an enhanced information 
service to the government and to the public. This vision cannot be implemented 
without a growing synergy between archival and library institutions and profession- 
als, as well as with other related partners, as the way of the future. It would create a 
specific focal point for information management, a consortium of institutions and 
professions, the mandate of which relates to information management: classifica- 
tion, appraisal, disposition, description, preservation, and diffusion. This vision also 
implies equal access to government information for all Canadians, wherever they 
live, day or night, from the home or the work place. 

For instance, in the federal government, such a consortium could become the part- 
ner of the Treasury Board for all information management. It could even assume the 
leadership in initiatives such as Infosource. In advising the government on the need 
to preserve its corporate memory and in appraising records so as to allow the Na- 
tional Archivist to authorize the destruction of those posessing no enduring value, 
the National Archives has developed a detailed knowledge of the structures, func- 
tions, programmes, and activities of the government. Because of the possibility of 
recycling this information into a locator system of government information, the Na- 
tional Archives could serve as the lead agency for contributing to a revitalized 
Infosource. The National Library, however, could exert its leadership in providing 
sophisticated navigational tools to help people search through Infosource. Thus the 
creation of a partnership between the two institutions that could lead to 

a much more thorough and accurate type of Infosource - a descriptive hub 
[...I a kind of metadata to all government information (records and publica- 
tions) retrievable by organizational name(s), by legislative mandates and 
functions, and by record system description for records/archives or by au- 
thor/title/series, etc., for  publication^.^^ 

This would be a concrete Government Information Locator System (GILS), as this 
new "breed" is surging in the United States and as its counterparts are just beginning 
to emerge in Canada. GILS would serve not only citizens and governments, busi- 
nesses and interest groups. Its role would also bolster the cultural and heritage mis- 
sion of the institutions concerned. The idea of a locator system is being pursued by 



the National Library and could benefit from the function-activity approach that ar- 
chivists practice. A similar role can be played by archivists at other levels in soci- 
e t ~ . ~ ~  

Of course, this direction implies that there would be some changes in the profes- 
sional practices and in the relations between the institutions concerned. Records 
managers, librarians, and archivists, but others, too, must be prepared and trained for 
such a partnership so as to insert their specific expertise in the wider information 
realm. In order to work together and assume a leadership role, archives and libraries, 
for instance, are going to need people who are endowed with the necessary skills and 
knowledge. This issue is essential. In the area of electronic records, the greatest 
problem that we face is finding people who can advise industry, organizations, and 
government departments on the management of electronic records. In federal de- 
partments themselves, our traditional allies, the records managers, have demonstrated 
that they often lack the skills and knowledge to resolve the new issues. Other groups 
may be better positioned, but they also lack the skills and knowledge required to 
ensure that record-keeping is properly addressed in their organizations in a modem 
context. There is a real need to develop strategies in this area. If there is one thing 
that our disciplines (archives, libraries, etc.) could do, it would be to develop educa- 
tion and training strategies based on a clear identification of the skills and knowl- 
edge required to be in the information business. Although there will never be a sin- 
gular list of skills and knowledge requirements, the process of developing strategies 
in this area would require the disciplines to come together to define what it is that 
they should be doing together. At the national level, such a process has already been 
launched by the ALARM initiative." 

If the challenge is successfully met, 

Cost savings, opportunity gains and risk reductions could be achieved if 
the disciplines would rediscover their principles, update and adapt their tools 
and techniques and blend them together into a complementary whole that 
would result in benefits that would be far greater than if they proceeded on 
their own. For instance, while librarians could concentrate on developing 
flexible and relevant access and retrieval strategies across all domains, 
records managers and archivists could extend their knowledge of what it 
means to keep records (i.e. provide context) to help other communities (e.g. 
librarians, data managers, etc.) ensure that when [primary source] informa- 
tion is provided to users, it can be understood in terms of the activities and 
circumstances (i.e., context) that gave rise to its ex is ten~e .~~ 

Archivists and librarians must assume the leadership of the implementation of this 
vision. As an example, in the federal government, the National Archives has already 
gone further than its traditional role in records management to take the leadership in 
the preservation of records, in particular of electronic records. A joint effort by the 
National Archives and the National Library that would facilitate the management of 
all government information in whatever form or format, published or not, (a) would 
break the barriers between records managers, archivists, librarians, documentalists, 
and the like to maximize their combined expertise; (b) would ensure a better under- 
standing of the words "information," "documents," "records," and "data" in the larger 
context of information management; (c) would facilitate the re-engineering of fed- 



LIMITED IDENTITIES FOR A COMMON IDENTITY: ARCHIVISTS IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 23 

era1 programmes in the field of libraries and records management and, more gener- 
ally, of information technology and management; and (d) would allow the National 
Archives and National Library to succeed in part of their main programmes in a 
more economic and efficacious fashion. 

I must underscore again, however, the words partnership and consortium, for there 
will always be a need for library and archival programmes, separate, yet better con- 
nected. But at the same time, one cannot deny that technological changes are having 
an increasing effect on the traditional roles of records managers, librarians, archi- 
vists, and other related professions, with some blurring of the traditional lines of 
responsibility among at least some of these groups. The functions have to be accom- 
plished, although the professional cadres have and will evolve through time. Our 
limited identities may well blend in the twenty-first century, into a cross-profes- 
sional identity--strengthening the part while greatly enhancing the whole of the new, 
collective identity. 

Conclusion 

Many changes have unfurled and are accelerating in the field of information man- 
agement in general and archives in particular. They are fuelled by the technological 
revolution, but also by the new ethos of good governance, informed citizenry, and 
the needs of decision-makers and individuals to gain quick access to required infor- 
mation for the conduct of their affairs. There is no doubt also that in the era of glo- 
balization and international mass culture, nations, minorities, cultural groups, and 
individuals are groping for some sense of identity by grasping at the roots that have 
nourished their evolution through time. They need to understand themselves and to 
reinforce their own "being" to be able to profit from and be enriching in their rela- 
tionships with other communities. They also aim at sharpening their view of the 
values, symbols, and characteristics of their own culture so as to communicate better 
without loosing their identities. 

This global context can act as an analogy for archivists' role and necessary interac- 
tions with other professions. It reinforces the creative tension and complementarity 
between the administrative function of archives and archivists, as keepers of evi- 
dence and information for the business needs of their parent organizations, and their 
ultimate and essential cultural role of long-term memory, identity, and values forma- 
tion and transmission. This totality or the combination of these missions, linked 
through the concept of memory, is greater than the sum of the parts. In fact, removal 
of one of those missions could lead to the collapse of the rest. And the bonding of all 
these archival approaches has become more crucial at this time as we move into the 
complex world of shifting nationhood, evolving governance, mutating organizations, 
and changing forms of records.59 As a matter of fact, older records, considered "dead" 
or "dormant" memory, not only provide historical information, but are "resurrected" 
to become quite active again and linked to the business of an organization (for in- 
stance, the old land treaties with First Nations or records of the wartime relocation of 
Japanese Canadians).* 

The issues I have evoked are pervasive the world over, particularly in technologi- 
cally advanced countries, and will become more so as time goes by. Archival theo- 
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rists, educators, and professional associations are rethinking some of their more tra- 
ditional conceptual frameworks or are trying to regenerate their practices in digging 
deeper to their theoretical roots. The role--and identity--of the archivist at the turn of 
the twenty-first century should not be one of defining and defending a professional 
identity against all comers. It will be more an attitude of professional and techno- 
logical convergence than rigid doctrinaire formulations. Our adjusted identity will 
emerge rather than be articulated from alliances and partnerships born of necessity 
as much as of principle. Such partnerships may involve sacrificing some of our tradi- 
tional "protected turf' in order to safeguard the essential core of what we do best in 
society--appraise, describe, and provide evidence in context, thereby nurturing a lo- 
cal, national, and international memory of society and of the world.61 

As societies moved from stone and clay tablets to papyrus and paper, thus from one 
form of recording technology to another, they must at times have experienced acute 
anxiety. The anguish is no different today. But rather than bending to discourage- 
ment, we should recognize these later changes as only another in a series of phases 
in a long evolution that stretches back many thousands of years. And, above all, we 
should be facing these transformations with confidence because inherent in each of 
us are the skills and knowledge that will empower us to learn more and to adapt to 
the changes so as to manage and shape them as well. 

Charles Dollar has written: 

Archival science provides the conceptual basis for understanding the funda- 
mental issues that information technologies pose .... archivists are asking the 
right questions and are developing the knowledge and tools to deal with 
information technologies .... We will be concentrating on archival fundamen- 
tals about the context and meaning of documents as the light and knowledge 
of archival science is understood and appreciated by all users of electronic 
infortnat i~n.~~ 

But to face the enormous challenges ahead, we must combine professional, mana- 
gerial, and organizational techniques with the world of ideas, dreams, creativity, 
knowledge, flexibility, and humanity. 
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and hvvermedia 'documents' and the manner in which records are manaeed will have to change sub- 
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tion technology, policy a i d  &nagement:' Margaret L. ~ e d s t r o m  is convinced that archivists "are 
experts in some of the key questions raised by new telecommunications technologies, such as authen- 
ticity and reliability, management of dynamic information resources, and navigation through unstruc- 
tured information resources. Many of our basic principles map neatly to this new technological envi- 
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